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Welcome to the Selfie Museum!
Traditional display systems, whether the theatre proscenium, museum diorama, cinema screen or shop 
vitrine, once served as a mediated moment between the spectator and the object on display. Holding two 
functions – division  and  camouflage – they  separated  the  subject  and  the  object  on  the  one  hand,  and 
concealed all that is not meant to be seen on the other. In an increasingly digital world, governed by the 
‘experience economy’, display systems necessarily transform two-dimensional representations into immer-
sive experiences.1 As these systems become increasingly enveloping, the division between subject and 
object is disregarded, yet the camouflage remains prevalent. This results in a world without a fourth wall but 
with a still-hidden backstage. Instead of attempting to rebuild the fourth wall, which has irreparably crumbled, 
I seek to fully dissolve a contemporary display system in order to reveal its apparatus. I will be doing this by 
dissecting the Selfie Museum, both as an architectural typology and as a socio-political entity.
The Selfie Museum  is a physical  building designed  to produce virtual  images.  In  the  last  three years 
more than twenty-five Selfie Museums have opened in the United States. These highly popular destinations 
consist of colourful sets that are arranged in a one-way maze typology, where visitors circulate from one 
room to another and take selfies against  their chosen backdrops. Apart  from the visitors’ mobile phones, 
which participate actively in space, non-mobile cameras are placed in front of each set, inviting visitors to 
scan a card containing their personal data, have their photographs taken, and receive them branded with the 
museum and room logo moments later. [Fig. 1] These images are then distributed via social media, thereby 
creating an immediate distinction between the experience of the space and its sponsored representations. 
Due to the huge success of these museums, the distribution of these images, no matter what they display, 
are a way of claiming one’s symbolic capital and stating ‘I was here’ while dissolving the very notion of what 
‘here’ is since the selfie sets are, in actuality, nowhere and everywhere simultaneously.
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include the word ‘museum’ in its title. When asked why ‘museum’ was the appropriate word to use, the 
museum’s  founder Maryellis  Bunn  answered,  ‘We were  looking  at  names  and museum was  something 
that people understood.’2 While conventional museums most commonly display works of art, manufactured 
goods, and items from nature, selfie sets display rooms that have been commissioned to designers, spon-




obsession with the image over the experience, our desire to make the physical look like the digital and our 





In her recent book Surface: Matters of Aesthetics, Materiality, and Media4, the media theorist Giuliana 
Bruno describes the sensation of viewing works of art that use projection methods, such as Olafur Eliasson’s 
The Weather Project5 and James Turrell’s Ganzfeld6, as one of ‘public intimacy’.7 Bruno indicates how ‘in 
the digital age we start thinking of the visual in a material way’ and explains how two-dimensional surfaces 








‘two- and the three-dimensional’ and the second example is what I call ‘pictorial and the panoramic’. [Fig. 3]
Fig. 2: Flattening diagram. Source: author.
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1. To think of  3D in 2D (Shape)
2. Panoramic in pictorial terms (space)
3. The kinetic as a static moment (time)
1. The way we display (Culture)
2. The way we perceive our bodies (Self)
3. Tourism in the 21st century (Experience)
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What do we lose and gain 
by converting the temporal 
experience into a set of  images 
and to what degree was an 
“authentic” experience ever 
desirable?
Nowadays many architects 
prefer to refer to themselves as 
“experience designers”. How 
the architect?  
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Museum and how does this 
bodies?
Architects are increasingly 
designing with the pictorial, 
instead of  the spherical 
view in mind. How will this 
spatial shift in perception 
shape the aesthetics of  future 
construction?
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Two- and the three-dimensional: the Selfie Museum as a cultural institution
In a classic shop vitrine, the transition between dimensions is vibrant, and there are several moments in 
which two and three dimensions merge, both in the image of the vitrine and in its commercial appeal. The 
shop vitrine became an integral part of city life in the early nineteenth century, first in London and Paris and 
later  in Manhattan and Chicago. The very first displays were confined  to  the width of  the standard shop 
and framed in decorative iron. Technological advancements such as the production of large sheets of plate 
glass widened storefronts, along with their displays, and, thus made the gap between the consumer and 





to design their window displays. This led to collaborations with artists such as Salvador Dali [Fig. 4], Andy 
Warhol and Jasper Jones, whose famous representation of the American flag was, surprisingly, exhibited in 
a Bonwit Teller window display before it became the work of art Flag on Orange Field and only later exhibited 





1. Entrance and waiting hall.
2. 
conduct.
3. Data booths where you enter your details in order to receive a rectangular 
straight to your e-mail account.
4. Room #1 by artist James Rosa.
5. Hallway shown in image (9).
6. Room #2 by artist Phillip Man.
7. Room #3 by artist and musician Lakwena+Abimaro.
8. Room #4 sponsored by children’s clothing brand Gymboree.
9. Room #5 individual photo booths.
10. Room #6 sponsored by makeup brand Maybeline.
11. Restrooms.
12. Room #7 by artist Andrew Kuo.





















3. Data booths where you enter your details in 
order to receive a rectangular card you can 
scan in any one of the fixed cameras and 


















Factory Selfie Museum called Balloon Wishes,  and which  is  sponsored by  the  children’s  clothing brand 
Gymboree and designed by the museum’s three artistic directors. In this set, all features of architecture are 
treated with similar camouflage; doors, air conditioners, pipes and exit signs are washed away in hot pink 
and orange. The redaction of the space using colour eliminates detail and creates the illusion that the three-
dimensional space is in fact a flat coloured canvas. [Fig. 5] The Selfie Museum also reverses this process by 
















allows visitors to browse the museum’s wallpaper collection digitally, and project it onto the walls of the 
room, enabling a backdrop  for visitor’s selfies.11 By contrast,  in  the Museum of Selfies  in downtown Los 
Angeles (2018), a  full-size version of Van Gogh’s Bedroom in Arles that visitors can enter into has been 
constructed. Not too long ago, museums banned camera flashes due to possible harm the light might cause 
to the art; today, instead of penalising, museums capitalise on visitor’s photos and use social media tagging 
to help promote and advertise the institution.12 This commercial and cultural shift has significantly changed 
the curatorial process as museums leverage the allure of selfies to attract larger crowds. One might think 
that contemporary museums aim to display the museumgoers rather than the works of art and privilege the 





Pictorial and the panoramic: the Selfie Museum as a mechanism of display
A cyclorama is a panoramic painting on the inner facet of a cylindrical platform, designed to give viewers 
standing at its centre a 360° view of the painting. [Fig. 8, 9] From an observation gallery in the centre of the 
room, the cylindrical perspective creates the illusion that the viewer is on a beach overlooking the sea, on a 
hill overlooking a green field, or on a tower overlooking a city. A foreground of fake terrain around the viewing 
gallery hides the base of the painting and makes the illusion even more convincing. While the panoramic 
image encompasses the full extent of the circle, a pictorial moment is only one of its frames.
In ‘The ball pool’ selfie set in the Color Factory designed by artist Tamara Shopsin, the panoramic view 




to combine ordinary photographs taken during a site visit enables the reconstruction of the entire space. 
[Fig. 13]  Just  like  the  cyclorama,  the  panoramic  and  the  pictorial  views  are  collapsed  into  one  another, 
thereby creating a flattened space where  the solid physicality of  infrastructure and dissipating magic are 










Punish: The Birth of the Prison, Michel Foucault uses the panopticon as a metaphor for modern disciplinary 
societies and their normalisation of pervasive observation.13 The Selfie Museum’s cameras, symmetrical 
sets, and spatial objects are watchtowers that silently indicate where to place our bodies in space and how 
to enjoy our time. These elements reflect our subordination to the new regime – not to the gaze of a person, 
but to the gaze of the selfie.
In The Birth of the Museum, the sociologist Tony Bennett introduces the exhibitionary complex where the 
exhibition is curated in a dual manner: as an act of a public display of works of art and as the place where the 
display of the audience occurs.14 Bennett describes how in the eighteenth century, both the museum and the 
department store served as places to view not only the objects on display but also the crowd of one’s peers. 
This act of power and control is made possible by the display-like architectural features such as mezzanine 
floors  and  transparent materials. The Selfie Museum  takes on  similar  complexity  by merging  the object 
and the subject, and by placing only our bodies on display, cunningly advertising brands that appear in the 
photo with us. In this way, the Selfie Museum replaces the glass of the conventional window display with the 
screen of our phones, and the illuminated products with our own bodies, narrowing the self into what it really 
is – circulation and advertising. However, the subject is not only objectified in the Selfie Museum. Rather, 
this new advertising technique can also be seen as a twisted manifestation of the Hollywood dream of fame: 












Selfie Museums epitomise  the popular  turn  from the display of objects  to  the display of environments, a 
change that blurs the line between the body and the display, and questionably absorbs the subject into the 
object. Immersive display systems now create ever-changing hierarchies between spectator and work of art, 




are overlaid onto three-dimensional structures. This combination of apparent oppositions can be viewed as a 
potential new set of tools that can help rethink aspects of architectural design and offer terms such as ‘redac-
tion’ or ‘panoramic/pictorial’ as legitimate types of aesthetics. Tying together the material flattening, which 
takes place in the production phase of the museums, with the social flattening, which happens during their 
distribution, can enable architects to materialise to the new complex social relations of our digitally-mediated 
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